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Abstract 
This article focuses on meaningful learning in social studies and it discusses methodological solutions to implement theoretical 
innovations in school practice. The paper begins with a brief analysis of the concept of meaningful learning and of a possible 
starting point in designing the meaningful learning; it analyses the European framework of reference for key competences and the 
theoretical benchmarks that back up new perspectives in the knowledge construction. The article then explores some approaches 
to meaningful learning opportunities for social studies and the possible challenges that can be found in their design, ways to 
overcome these and benefits for the students. The strong point of the article is the discussion on solutions which could fill the gap 
between theoretical innovation and practice, while developing meaningful learning. 
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1. Introduction 
Meaningful learning represents both a reference topic in literature and a main issue in practice. In the case of 
social studies, meaningful learning addresses various aspects such as: relevant acquisition for the students, for their 
further study and for professional activity, acquisitions that allow lifelong learning and active citizenship. These 
highlight various types of premises and conditions that are specific to the socio-economic field and refer to vast 
opportunities for information by means of the new technologies and to the needs of the knowledge society.  
In this context, the following appears to be a legitimate question: How could we develop meaningful learning in 
social studies at the crossways between theoretical innovation and methodological solutions for the implementation 
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of the first in classroom practice. This question is at the core of the explorations in this article. For the matter, two 
stages are considered. Firstly, we take into account the reference points and perspectives in the design of meaningful 
learning in social studies. Consequently, we refer to the main theoretical concepts, the basic issues concerning the 
importance of the key competences in the development of meaningful learning and a few innovative reference points 
in the constructivist theory and the multiple intelligences theory that can be used in the design of meaningful 
learning tasks in social studies. Secondly, the article offers two examples of meaningful learning activities for 
Civics, a compulsory school subject in lower secondary education. 
The attempt to answer the above mentioned question is accompanied by arguments that refer to the challenges to 
design meaningful learning in social studies can be overcome and the transfer of theoretical innovation into practice 
could find methodological solutions that make meaningful learning likely in the actual school. 
2. Reference points and perspectives in the design of meaningful learning opportunities 
2.1. The concept of meaningful learning. A possible starting point for meaningful learning in social studies 
The concept of meaningful learning is often contrasted with rote learning (e.g. Ausubel, 2000; Novak, 2002), 
according to how new acquisition is integrated within the learners' cognitive structures (whether the assimilation is 
arbitrary or conscious). Likewise, Joseph D. Novak places the learning process on a continuum from rote learning to 
meaningful learning depending on the relevance and the organization of the acquisitions and on their integration 
within the learners' previous knowledge (Novak, 2002). 
Richard E. Mayer defines meaningful learning in terms of how acquisition is used in problem solving and new 
contexts (Mayer, 2002). Among the cognitive categories that are correlated with transfer in new contexts, Mayer 
mentions: understand, apply, analyze, evaluate and create. Each of them includes some other cognitive processes; 
for example, in the category of understand are included interpreting, exemplifying, classifying, summarizing, 
inferring, comparing and explaining; in the category of create are included generating, planning and producing
(Mayer, 2002). 
The theoretical background of our article relies on the above mentioned theoretical claims. 
In  order  to  identify  a  possible  starting  point  for  meaningful  learning in  social  studies  we need to  refer,  even if  
quite  briefly,  to  the  school  curriculum  and  to  the  school  practice.  In  their  planning,  teachers  start  from  the  
curriculum as the main official document that regulates learning opportunities in formal education. The social 
studies curriculum is defined by the following: a) it includes learning activities that value the students' life 
experience, that actively involve them in their own learning and that facilitate the acquisition transfer in problem 
solving or in new contexts; b) it focuses on the students' relevant acquisitions; c) it highlights the importance of 
values and attitudes. On the other hand, the school practice does not manage to keep up with the innovation in the 
curriculum development. In-service teacher training programs that have been carried out as part of various research 
projects at the Institute for Educational Sciences in Bucharest show the gap between curriculum design and its 
school implementation. (Popenici, Fartuúnic, 2009; Sarivan, 2010). 
The major challenges teachers encounter when they plan for meaningful learning relate to old practices that 
turned into methodological stereotypes. The following examples of practices that undermine the development of 
meaningful learning opportunities can be listed: a) ignore to a large extent the students’ real needs, their 
specific/individual features; b) design teaching from the perspective of information, which involves a primary focus 
on “teaching” and a narrow perspective on learning that merely targets the learning about …; c) value abstract 
learning, without contextualization; d) favor passive learning (the student role is reduced to listening the teacher’s 
presentation). By contrast, the starting point for meaningful learning is represented by teaching practices such as: a) 
focus on the students’ needs, on the design of differentiated, personalized, customized learning pathways; b) design 
teaching from the perspective of the competences that are to be acquired by students, which involves a primary 
focus on learning through ... and learning for ...; c) contextualize learning in relation to the students’ learning and 
life experiences; d) promote active learning. 
Giving up stereotypes and prejudices in favor of innovative teaching practices is the turning point in the design of 
learning. It means to abandon routine teaching for meaningful learning opportunities. This focus brings about 
relevant learning, a pathway to knowledge that involves construction instead of mere reproduction.
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2.2. The European Framework of Reference for Key competences for Lifelong Learning – an opportunity for
meaningful learning
The Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council on key competences for lifelong learning 
(2006/962/EC), the European framework of reference for decision makers, education and training providers, 
employers, sustains the need for a set of competences that allow each citizen to adapt flexibly to a rapidly changing 
world that features profound interconnection. 
The European framework outlines a “European training profile” for the compulsory education graduate that is 
structured by eight key competences: communication in the mother tongue; communication in foreign languages; 
mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology; digital competence; learning to learn; 
social and civic competences; sense of initiative and entrepreneurship; cultural awareness and expression. The key 
competences that are recommended at European level represent a complex construct with multiple connections and 
overlapping, most of which are transversal; they are considered to be necessary for everybody in the knowledge 
society, in order to allow fulfillment on various plans (personal, social, professional). Each of the eight key 
competences includes three components: knowledge, skills and attitudes. 
The reference to the key competences as recommended in the European document is relevant for curriculum 
research and design as it overcomes the meanings of a mere policy paper. The key competences are included in the 
Romanian Law of Education No. 1/ 2011 as goals of primary and lower secondary education, as a reference system 
for the national curriculum at all levels of instruction and as reference points for the compulsory school graduates' 
profile. The key competences are still a major issue in high school where, according to the above mentioned law, 
they are developed and diversified. 
The Romanian school curricula refer to the European Framework of Reference for key competences as a 
benchmark in the curricular construction. Nevertheless if we are to transfer the official provision into the classroom 
practice we need to identify ways to integrate the key competences in the teaching-learning process. A simple 
reading of the key competences descriptors highlights concepts such as critical dialogue, a problem-solving attitude, 
active and democratic participation, constructive participation, turning ideas into action, initiative, pro-activity, 
empathy. As they require new ways of organizing/reorganizing the learning process, the development of the 
students’ key competences represents an opportunity for designing the meaningful learning. 
2.3. Paradigms that set meaningful learning 
In developing the learning activities listed below we take into account the perspectives on school learning that are 
set by the constructivist theory and by the multiple intelligences theory. 
Several theorists of the constructivism (Lebow, 1993; Jonassen, 1994; Willis, 1995) have discussed the 
implications of the theory on the educational design and developed several principles of the constructivist 
instructional design. From this article perspective, the following principles are of interest: a) Focus on knowledge 
construction, not on knowledge reproduction; b) contextualizing learning; c) relevant tasks; d) focus on case-based 
learning; e) collaborative activities; f) promoting skills and attitudes which enable the learner to be much more 
responsible in the learning process.  
As for the theory of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 2006), we selected the following for our approach: all 
normal people possess, to some extent, each of the nine intelligences identified by Howard Gardner, but differ by 
the degree of neural representation of the specific intelligences and by their combination. In the examples we 
developed, students relate to the same concepts, but may use different codes in addressing the instruction. 
With respect to the more recent perspective developed by Howard Gardner on the human mind (Gardner, 2009), 
respectively the five minds (the disciplined mind, the synthetic mind, the creating mind, the respectful mind, the 
ethical mind), we attempt to cultivate some of these by means of a set of tasks that trigger meaningful learning. The 
focus is on the specific needs of the world we currently live in and especially of the future. 
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3.  The design of meaningful learning activities in social studies 
3.1. Human rights learning 
The human rights issue is explicitly stipulated for the study of Civics in the grade seven Romanian curriculum. 
The same issue is also referred to within the framework of the key competences that are recommended at European 
level. If we are to design and implement meaningful learning opportunities we need to develop a sound plan at the 
intersection of the curriculum provision and the goals of the European Framework of Reference for key 
competences by infusing the requirements of the latter when we organize the activity with the students. 
The challenge for the design of meaningful learning is the following: how could we infuse the relevant 
components of the descriptors in the social and civic competences within the Romanian specific competences while 
avoiding the main risk which consists in overcoming the knowledge component. In fact, the mere introduction of the 
knowledge component within the European reference document is systematically related not to knowledge as such, 
but to understanding and awareness. If the teaching approach lies only in the knowledge component it is obvious 
that the key competence development is reduced to the cognitive approach, without the pursuit of other important 
targets that refer to emotions, attitudes, ethics and participation. The possible consequences of such an approach 
could be: a) the transmission of knowledge in a simplistic manner - this makes the entire corpus to seem irrelevant 
for the real life (we no longer can answer questions about the usefulness and the need to study such knowledge); b) 
the rejection by students who cannot/will not/do not manage to assimilate because the knowledge as such does not 
give answers to the questions they ask. 
The evaluation of concrete cases of violations of human dignity, from the human rights perspective is a specific 
competence which is set by the curriculum and which can be developed starting from a learning activity sample that 
is to be found in the same official document. The respective activity refers to the discussion of real or imaginary 
cases of human rights violations. 
Here is an example that starts from the sample learning activity mentioned above - an excerpt from Anne Frank's 
Diary, which reveals the true story of a girl's life. The teacher states that Anne Frank represents a real case of human 
dignity violation from the perspective of fundamental human rights violation. The teacher highlights that Anne 
Frank represents a symbol, as she is a victim of the Holocaust. The teacher asks students to put themselves in the 
situation of Anne Frank, which is not hard because in 1942, when Anne Frank received her diary as a gift, she was 
thirteen years old (the same age as the seven graders). Students can be asked questions such as: a) What is the 
situation that Anne Frank and her family are facing?; b) Did Anne Frank have the right to the free development of 
her personality?; c) What circumstances led to the infringement of the free development of her personality?; d) What 
was the impact of the Jews' ethnic discrimination?; e) How can you describe the role that the diary had in Anne 
Frank's life?; f) If you were Anne, how could you have reacted?; g) What touched you most when reading the text?; 
h) What key-words could you suggest to describe the Holocaust? 
This learning activity that prompts students to step into Anne Frank's shoes represents a genuine practice of 
empathy which is a component of the social competence at European level. Practicing empathy is meaningful for 
exercising civic behavior by allowing students to express attitudes. In the same time, an illustration for human rights 
violation that starts from a real case helps students be aware of the importance of respecting human rights (an 
emphasis that is also placed within social competences at European level). The question in point d (What was the 
impact of the Jews' ethnic discrimination?) can be exploited by the teacher in terms of applying a multiple 
intelligences-based approach. The students are for instance asked to answer the question in various ways (by 
formulating an explanation, developing a scheme, making a drawing, presenting a pantomime). Within this task, 
students choose the one that best suits their cognitive profile. 
The meaningful learning task that is described above is based on text analysis, careful discussion and critical 
reflection on human rights. The reference to the key competences is real (as it goes beyond mere declaration), 
complex (by the interdisciplinary perspective), efficient (through the students' experience of life and culture), with 
long-term benefits (through sustainable learning). 
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3.2. A top-quality patriotic lesson 
In the Civics curriculum for the eighth grade there is provision for specific competences and knowledge that 
refer to patriotism, for example, to identify forms of patriotism and What is patriotism? How does it manifest? 
The design of a meaningful learning opportunity for the example above may face challenges such as: too much 
stress on the emotional experiences or on the contrary the focus on explanations that could lead to void patriotic 
speech. Such a theme also requires a careful approach in the current context of European integration and 
globalization. The design of meaningful learning activities should start from the provision in the school curriculum 
and take into account the social and civic competences, as they are recommended in the European framework for 
key competences mainly for the civic components, as follows: a) knowledge of contemporary events; b) skills such 
as solidarity and interest in solving problems affecting the local and wider community, creative reflection and 
constructive participation in community; c) attitudes such as sense of responsibility, showing understanding of and 
respect for the shared values that are necessary to ensure community cohesion (Official Journal of the EU, 
30.12.2006, L 394/17). 
A meaningful learning opportunity can be developed starting from a clip at the Opera in Rome that took place 
on March 12, 2011 (the date on which Italy celebrated 150 years of unification). The concert included Verdi's 
Nabucco, conducted by Riccardo Muti. The film can be downloaded from the following link: 
http://www.youtube.com/embed/G_gmtO6JnRs 
The film has no Romanian under titles. In order to support students in understanding the video, the teacher 
should explain, first, that in Italy, Va pensiero is the symbol of the people's desire for freedom. In the 1840s – the 
era in which the opera was composed – the people were under the Austrian rule and had to fight for an independent 
and united Italy. Also, the teacher can read or comment on the story that the conductor Riccardo Muti presented in 
the media, by pointing out the key moments of the event that took place: the highly emotionally charged atmosphere 
that existed from the beginning of the opera, the atmosphere in the audience when Va Pensiero was interpreted, the 
audience reaction to the end of the famous piece (shouting “Bravo!” and “Long live Italy!”), the reluctance of the 
conductor to grant a second play of the Va pensiero, considering that the opera should flow from the beginning to 
the end, the words the conductor addressed to the audience after the “bravos” for the Va Pensiero faded away, and 
someone in the audience shouted: “Long live Italy!”: “Yes, I agree, «Long live Italy!» [Applause] I'm no longer 30 
and I've lived my life, but as an Italian who traveled the world I am ashamed of what is happening in my country. So 
I submit to your request for a second Va Pensiero. I’m not doing this for mere patriotic emotion, but because this 
evening, while directing the choir singing «Oh, my country, beautiful and lost», I thought that if we continue the 
way we do,  we will  kill  the  culture  on  the  foundation  of  which  the  Italian  history  was  built.  And in  this  case,  our  
country would be really beautiful and lost. [Thunderous applause, including from the artists on the scene] [...] As we 
are in our house, the theater in the capital, with a choir who sang magnificently and was accompanied magnificently, 
if you really wish this, I invite you to join us so that we sing together. [...] I saw groups of people standing up. All 
the Opera of Rome were standing. The choir also stood up. It was a magical moment at the Opera.” 
After the screening, the teacher and the students could discuss the following: a) Is the intervention of the 
conductor Riccardo Muti a manifestation of patriotism? Why or why not?; b) Is the audience motivated by patriotic 
feelings? If so, how do you explain them?; c) Why do you think the conductor had such a reaction?; d) What is the 
public reaction to the Va Pensiero?; e) What is the reaction of the choir at various times throughout the video?; f) 
What impressed you most while watching the clip?; g) If you were in the hall as a spectator, what would you do? 
Why? At the end of the activity, the teacher asks students to write a five minutes essay in which they are to present 
what they learned, in their opinion, from the event they had analyzed. 
This learning activity makes use of the film as a possible entry point thanks to its profitable features: a) it 
creates a framework that encourages a comprehensive approach to patriotism; b) it involves students in the 
evaluation of real-life problems, as well as of the patriotic feelings they generate; c) it creates problem situations in 
which students can analyze the context of contemporary forms of patriotism, discuss national identity and multiple 
identity in relation to European integration; d) it provides a contextualized approach of the curriculum - in the 
respective context, students practice empathy, they identify with the participants in the Opera show in Rome; the 
clip offers a top-quality lesson of patriotism because of how learning is achieved: a learning in which patriotic 
feelings are experienced (that actively involve students and that address both their reason and emotions). The 
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learning sequence goes beyond learning about patriotism (as external reporting, addressing only to the cognitive 
faculties of the student). In the same time, the above learning activity allows us to explore the active citizenship and 
the development of the ethical mind (Gardner, 2009) by internalizing and practicing the specific responsibilities of 
the citizen. 
4. Conclusions 
Beyond the school curriculum provision, the teaching approach is the result of an option that addresses various 
aspects: a) effective teaching practice (which could be routine- or innovation-based); b) the way to implement 
recommendations or theoretical reference points (which is rhetorical or for real); c) the designed learning activities 
(which might be developed on various levels of relevance). The result is represented by meaningful learning or rote 
learning according to how relevant and structurally organized the acquisition is (i.e. how the new acquisitions 
integrate in the learner’s cognitive structures and how they correlate with the previous ones). 
Our conclusion is that meaningful learning in social studies can be designed and implemented in school practice 
by means of methodological solutions that: a) give up stereotypes and prejudice; b) value theoretical issues and 
recommendations that contribute to knowledge construction. In this perspective, the teacher can act as a factor for 
change and develop student-centered planning. 
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